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Insights

Reshaping culture must
be done very carefully

By Lt. Col. Tim Carlson
Chaplain, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

Changing anyone’s way of life is a tall order. I re-
member some early days between high school and
college, when I had summer employment at Clinton
Steel and Tube in Towa.

I was the helper on a mill. Our task was to take
steel from a huge roll, move it through some intricate
rollers, weld it, measure the desired length, and cut
new tubing for our customers. The production would
sometimes reach a beautiful peak as the copper elec-
trode welded the steel, now rolled in a perfect tube,
and moved it toward the chopper. Some nights were
unbelievably productive, with many piles of tubing.

But changing to a different size of tubing required
setting the machine to a different width and prepar-
ing the electrode for a new welding job, and that was
often very demanding. That was a task for a sea-
soned employee. Asthe operator and I would change
over to a new order, my job became quite easy, but his
stress level would rise.

During the time required to retool the machine, it
appeared no productivity took place. But without that
change, we would have been limited to one order, one
circumference, and eventually no more sales and no
more employment.

Lessons from Zaire

Changing a culture is much more demanding than
changing a mill for a new steel order. There is enor-
mous risk involved. As a young man, nearly fresh
from college, I spent a year in Zaire, now the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo.

Iwas intrigued with many things in that land near
the equator. One of the striking differences was po-
lygamy. Some of the chiefs had as many as 10 wives.
There was a hierarchy among the wives, and each
one had a position of cultural importance that could
often be measured by the distance of her hut from the

chief’s dwelling — the hub of their extended family.

Having studied anthropology and culturein a Chris-
tian college, I was most thoughtful about how our
mission approached our converts to Christianity.
There was much risk in trying to impose our west-
ern, monogamous approach on their way of life, which
had defined their culture for centuries. Asking a man
to change from two, three, four, or 10 wives to just
one had significant implications to their way of life.
The deposed wives were often relegated to a status of
an unwanted female in that society. Their lot seemed
to often be prostitution. Was this the answer?

Ionly experienced a small slice of time in Zaire, so
I did not get to see the long- range effects of monogamy
there. But my point is, there is enormous challenge,
responsibility, and risk for those who reshape culture.

Reshaping an international engineering culture, like
ours, is a vast task indeed. It is enough to make one
stop and say, “No way!” But where would we be with-
out modern dams and bridges, huge tunnels, subways,
and new combat vehicles like the Grizzly and the
Wolverine? Where would we be if our leaders saw the
wonders of our contemporary age and said, “We can’t
do better than this!” We would be the same as a steel
mill making one size tubing and never changing.

Understanding needed

It seems to me the critical components for reshap-
Ing a culture are understanding that culture, and faith.
What a difference some keen studies of anthropology,
as it applied to sub-Saharan African life, could have
made in the lives of men and women embracing a
new faith nearly 30 years ago. What if church lead-
ers had allowed a permissive sort of polygamy, a kind
of “grandfather clause” that exempted those with
multiple spouses from jettisoning all but number one?
Wouldn’t polygamy have died a natural death as the
true value of just one spouse eventually emerged?

I am deeply grateful that our leaders understand
the Corps of Engineers. They are not recently gradu-

ated professionals seeking a quick place in the sun.
Nor are they questing for renown in the engineer his-
tory books for their novel ideas and daring changes. 1
find true comfort in this. As I observe the many
changes that are occurring, I think that General X
and General Y and SES Q and Leader Z have looked
both forwards and backwards. They have seen the
signs of change on the horizon, and they are gently
bending our great organization so the light, which we
need to grow, isn’t blocked by old walls.

More than human wisdom

Beyond faith in our leaders, as I outlined above, I
also find great comfort and assurance in my spiritual
faith. I am reminded of the words of James, who lived
about 2,000 years ago in ancient Judea. He wrote, “If
any man lacks wisdom, let him ask of God who gives
to all men generously and doesn’t make him feel small,
and it shall be given to him.”

Many of our Corps leaders have similar spiritual
faith, and I am thankful they are not guided merely
by limited human wisdom.

Reshaping culture...What a challenge! What an
opportunity! What an occasion to visualize the future
and shape it in the present.

(The views expressed in this article are those of
the author and do not reflect the official policy or
position of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, the
Department of the Army, Department of Defense,
or the U.S. Government.)

DoD clarifies ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ policy

By Jim Garamone
American Forces Press Service

All service members will undergo training that will
clarify the Department of Defense (DoD) “don’t ask,
don’t tell” policy on homosexuals in the military, DoD
officials said Aug. 13.

The policy, setin 1994, allowed homosexuals to stay
in service so long as they did not discuss their sexual
orientation. Conversely, supervisors are not to ask
subordinates about their sexual orientation.

No major changes to the policy are contemplated,
said DoD officials. The clarification was based on rec-
ommendations sent to Rudy de Leon, Undersecretary
of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, by a DoD
working group in April 1998.

Pentagon officials want all harassment to stop. Un-

der the new guidelines, recruits will receive training
explaining that harassment is unacceptable. “The
bottom line is to treat all...with respect and dignity,”
said DoD spokesperson Lt. Col. Catherine Abbott.

De Leon signed two memos dealing with the homo-
sexual conduct policy. One requires that DoD guid-
ance on the homosexual policy be “effectively dissemi-
nated to all levels of command” and be made part of
training programs for law enforcement personnel, com-
manders and supervisors. The memo requires the
instruction to be incorporated into recruit training and
for service members to attend refresher training.

The other memo seeks to institute consistent and
fair application of the policy. It recommends installa-
tion staff judge advocates consult with senior legal
officers before initiation of an investigation into al-
leged homosexual conduct.

If commanders wish to initiate an investigation into
whether a service member made a statement regard-
ing his or her homosexuality just to get out of serving
in the military, it must be approved at the military
department level.

Finally, the memo tasks service inspectors general
to specifically check on the training of commanders,
attorneys, and investigators, who are charged with
application of the homosexual policy.

Defense Secretary William Cohen said most com-
manders understand the policy and institute it fairly.
“The department is determined to implement the ho-
mosexual conduct policy with fairness...,” Cohen said
in a written statement. “I've made it clear there is no
room for harassment or threats in the military. I've
instructed the military services to make sure that
the policy is clearly understood and fairly enforced.”
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